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I began writing this paper detailing my firsthand experience with illness, recalling the onset 
of pain and discomfort that has clouded my judgment and distracted my intentions over 
recent years. On numerous occasions, I have been required to write about my condition for 
medical reasons, it has been an easy task, almost on autopilot detailing past events. 
However, as I approach the completion of the Honours year, I find that I have a fresh 
perspective: over all, there is an emerging realisation of overcoming that has fueled 
character and the development of the studio practice. The onset of illness began in 2010 – I 
had only recently commenced my studies at Sydney College of the Arts. The morning walk 
through the grounds of Callan Park is where I first noticed a constant discomfort in my spine, 
a pulsing ache, throbbing to its own beat. Initially, I shrugged off these observations, 
thinking to myself, perhaps I should invest in an orthopedic mattress. Persevering, my 
situation only deteriorated. Lethargic with constant pain and constricted muscles, 
inflammation was running riot throughout my entire body. Before long, pain and discomfort 
was an everyday and unwelcomed experience. Worst in the morning, I would wake to find my 
entire body curled up in the fetal position – it soon became an onerous task to stretch and 
uncoil my frame. By days end, I would collapse into bed exhausted for the process to repeat. 
Pulsing nerve pain disagreed with extremities, eventually overcome with the situation, studies 
were deferred. Doctors’ consultations returned no explanation and time passed with no 
rhyme, reason or understanding as to the cause of such symptoms. A diagnosis came in 2016: 
blood tests revealed the gene HLA- B27 positive, combined with a series of bone scans 
returning the findings of ankylosing spondylitis: a degenerative auto-immune disease in the 
form of spinal arthritis. The condition ankylosing spondylitis fluctuates in severity, symptoms 
flare up and go like the changing of the tide, drifting back and forth from a state of suffering 
to a state of normality - to find one’s perspective altered in the process.
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Introduction 
Illness is a state of biological or psychic discord that can be temporary, chronic or fatal. The 
study of illness, pathology, includes the study of cause and effect. Illness in turn is perceived 
as a medical condition containing both signs and symptoms and is caused by pathogens or by 
internal influencing factors such as autoimmunity. Traditionally, society has dealt with illness 
as a temporary condition that affects the body until the person is cured to return to a state of 
normality; however, modern medicine's narration of illness as a fall from the grace of health 
does not do justice to the true mystery and power that lays, at times dormant, within illness. 
The idea of illness as simply a condition to be overcome ignores the intrinsic questioning of 
illness, questions that at times can defy resolution. The concept of illness can surface in both 
physical and mental ailments as well as in the form of pathology that influences social 
structures and personality traits within society.  
The 2018 Honours project Nietzsche’s Dog and Other Happy Accidents explores the 
experience of an artist living with the auto-immune disease ankylosing spondylitis. Friedrich 
Nietzsche's (1844-1900) theory of spiritual illness exists as an ennobling and educating force 
in which suffering is central to the human experience. Humans have endured illness, serving 
as an independent force for one to overcome, revealing value in the process. Nietzsche 
expresses concern for both humankind and a society that has lost its grip of the underlying 
value and educating quest of illness. Nietzsche considers the concept of spiritual illness as 
both redemption and a requirement in producing a mixture of health and disease – as a 
valuable evolving lesson on the path to spiritual and personal elevation. This project, through 
the engagement of Nietzsche’s concept of spiritual illness, addresses Nietzsche’s argument 
that society has drifted into a state of decay. The project offers an alternative lens in which 
society can engage with the treacherous yet overall rewarding and necessary road of illness. 
Thus, this research aims to develop an enlightened understanding of the multi-faceted 
conception of illness in comparison to modernity’s restitutive narrative of illness as a fixed 
contrast to health and well-being, in turn allowing for a more satisfying conception of the 
relation between medical practitioner and patient.  
The American artist Paul Thek (1933-1988) is exemplary for the studio based 
research. Thek's practice explores illness and its relationship to art and mortality through an 
exploration of materiality. Thek grappled with illness during his career and produced a varied 
body of work including painting, works on paper, installation and sculpture. Thek gained 
2		
recognition for his work yet avoided mainstream notoriety. His work was rediscovered years 
later and has been appreciated posthumously by later generations.  
The theoretical inquiry of this project, which focuses on Friedrich Nietzsche and Paul 
Thek provides appropriate context. Informing the associated studio-based practice in an 
exploration of the lived experience of chronic illness through a challenge of the dominant 
modes of production. The artworks accompanying this paper reflect both the personal lived 
experience of illness and Nietzsche’s philosophy on illness as a sociological concept. 
Painting and sculptural assemblages and the use of found objects and discarded materials are 
used for their agency, intrinsic value and direct association to health and illness. The body 
and its relationship to and experience of illness is the crux of the investigation where issues 
of natural versus the manufactured come into play amongst a technologically-evolving world. 
The viewer enters into the lived experience of the artist, engaging in issues of naturalism, 
struggle, self-realization, mobility and transformation which all unite the body of work.  
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1 
Friedrich Nietzsche Spiritual Illness 
Friedrich Nietzsche is a German philosopher who is closely associated with illness. Plagued 
throughout his life with afflictions and mental instability that ultimately forced his retirement 
by the late 1870s. Nietzsche not only experienced firsthand the symptoms of his ailments, he 
found meaning in the experience, seeing his illness as a gift for philosophical qualities. 
Nietzsche had an enlightened understanding of suffering, attributing that all that he and 
anyone had achieved was due to the suffering that one had endured. Nietzsche states that 
disease performs a service to the individual through an incentive to live, presenting itself as a 
challenge for the individual to endure. 
For Nietzsche, illness and suffering were an essential part of human existence. His 
work Human All Too Human (1879) provides insight:  
I do not want take leave ungratefully from that time of severe sickness whose profits I 
have not yet exhausted even today. I am very conscious of all the advantages that my 
fickle health gives me, A philosopher who has traversed many kinds of health, and 
keeps traversing them, has passed through an equal number of philosophies; he 
simply cannot keep from transposing these states every time into the most spiritual 
form and distance; this art of transfiguration is philosophy.1 
Illness, in this view, is not entirely negative. Nietzsche indicates how illness operates as a 
beneficial and educating force. Illness, in and of itself, provides humankind with the very 
qualities in which illness can be overcome. Illness not only provides conditions to return an 
individual to a previous state of health, it also allows the individual to ascend to a greater 
position than the individual could have attained if they had never fallen ill in the first place. 
In this sense, illness can be viewed not simply as an inconvenience yet as an enhancer of 
human existence.  
1 Peter R. Sedgwick, Nietzsche, Illness and the Body’s Quest for Narrative, 
(New York Springer Science Business Media, 2013), 311. 
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Life, Nietzsche states, is a series of goal-oriented processes: a series of activities that aim at 
the accumulation and creation of ‘greater units of power’.2 Health is power, Nietzsche 
explains. This pursuit of greater power is through the experience of a range of forceful, pain-
inducing activities such as ‘injuring, violating, exploiting, destroying’.3 Through a strive for 
power, the individual is in a constant quest to overcome one’s own self and life. In this case, 
it involves overcoming hurdles both internally and externally to arrive at a greater position 
than where the individual currently resides. Nietzsche observes, ‘as for illness: only great 
pain is the liberator of the spirit.’4 Illness exists as the disturbance of such essential activities 
of life. Despite actively bringing a level of pain, discomfort or potential destruction, suffering 
is not a defining characteristic of illness and health is not a possession or permanent state of 
being: it is, at its core, an evolving part of life that enables the individual to grow and become 
a greater and more powerful version of oneself.  
In The Gay Science, first published in 1882, Nietzsche personifies pain by naming it 
‘Dog’. In doing so, altering both his own and the reader’s relationship to pain by crowning it 
as a separate entity. This, in turn, grants pain independence and significance.  
I have named my pain and call it 'dog' - it's just as faithful, just as obtrusive and 
shameless, just as entertaining, just as clever as every other dog - and I can scold it 
and take my bad moods out on it the way others do with their dogs.5 
The dog of pain, man’s (women) best friend. Nietzsche states that a way in which to see a 
person’s true worth is to look to what pain they have endured, the elevation of human 
existence is judged by what the individual is able to successfully overcome, developing in 
due time from the process of the experience. Nietzsche continues: 
2 Ibid., 204. 
3  Frederick Neuhouser, "Nietzsche on Spiritual Illness and Its Promise," Journal of Nietzsche Studies 45, 
no. 3 (2014): 293-314. doi:10.5325/jnietstud.45.3.0293. 
4 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
https://www.holybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/The-Gay-Science-by-Friedrich-Nietzsche.pdf. 
5 Ibid.,177 
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The strength of those who attack can be measured in a way by the opportunity they 
require: every growth is indicated by the search for a mighty opponent or problem; for 
a warlike philosopher…the task is not simply to master what happens, but what 
requires us to stake all our strengths, suppleness and fighting skill.6 
For this reason, Nietzsche states further in Ecce Homme (1908) ‘What does not kill me makes 
me stronger’7 the struggle of the individual works as a catalyst for personal development.  
This notion is in stark contrast to modernity’s stationary conception of health in modern 
medicine. Today there exists a quantitative focus amongst specialist and health care 
professionals alike, in an attempt to measure reality, a form of methodological fetishism 
exists that is at odds with the qualitative aspect of an individuals lived experience. This 
combined with the neoliberal stronghold of self-care and commandeering of wellness further 
contributes to the alienation of true health and wellbeing.  
There are innumerable health’s of the body; and the more one allows the particular 
and incomparable to rear its head again, the more one unlearns the dogma of the 
'equality of men', the more the concept of a normal health, along with those of a 
normal diet and normal course of an illness, must be abandoned by our medical men 
(persons)8 
Illness is viewed first and foremost as an inconvenience to be diagnosed, controlled, and 
treated, period. In this sense illness is treated as such, in a way that favours political and 
technical efficiency, cost effective with specialized medical jargon that is unfamiliar and 
more often than not complex or overwhelming for the individual. Nietzsche concludes: 
Only then would it be timely to reflect on the health and illness of the soul and to 
locate the virtue peculiar to each man in its health - which of course could look in one 
person like the opposite of health in another.9 
6 Ibid.,109. 
7             Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo Complete Works (London: Gutenberg, 2016). 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/52190/52190-h/52190-h.htm. 
8 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 117. 
9 Ibid., 118. 
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The American writer and poet Susan Sontag (1933-2004) throughout her work, detailed a 
similar understanding of illness, an outlook that opposed the metaphorical euphemisms 
generally used in the landscaping of the ill. Sontag, a close accomplice of Thek, wrote 
extensively on illness, drawing from her own experience with cancer. A key work of Sontag's 
Illness as Metaphor (1978) discusses the prevailing attitudes in which illness is addressed, 
concurring with much of the aforementioned theory of Nietzsche, sharing the belief of illness 
as an unescapable force to be reckoned.  
 
 Everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the well and in the 
 kingdom of the sick. Although we all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or 
 later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that 
 other place.10 
 
Sontag through her historical account of illness, dispels the mystification of illness due to 
societies innate use of metaphorical verbiage, challenging the inherent victim blaming, 
shame, stigma and judgement that is often associated with disease and illness of both body 
and mind. Sontag, implying the fantasy of inescapable fatality, considers the punitive 
considerations towards the ill. Sontag's point is that illness is not a metaphor, and that the 
most truthful way of regarding illness—and the healthiest way of being ill—is to resist such 
metaphoric thinking all together.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
10  Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York. 3 
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2 
Bad Conscience and Becoming Who You Are 
 
Nietzsche’s On The Genealogy of Morals (1887) explains how suffering itself is a learned 
significance, both suffering and illness play a vital role in the development and emergence of 
the human species. The suffering of an individual in turn is at the core of culture itself, 
playing a transformative role in the development of habits through a narrative response. 
Human life presupposes norms which directly influence the culture of a society, through 
culture, the individual is then honed into a product of the environment. Taking this in to 
account one can see how suffering, illness and the development of one’s health plays a direct 
role in the development of the social fabric of society, influencing the very environment and 
culture itself. This idea links to Nietzsche’s development of what he termed bad conscious, 
the internalization of the individual. Nietzsche attributed the significance of illness lies in the 
origins of bad conscious, the individual curbed by the new-found politeness and peace of 
society turns all primal expression of guilt and cruelty inwards.  
 
Enmity, cruelty, the delight in persecution, in surprises, change, destruction— turning 
all these instincts against their own possessors: this is the origin of the "bad 
conscience.11 
 
Nietzsche explains that humankind experienced a significant catalyst when the individual’s 
animalistic expression turned inwards, a violent breaking from a animalistic past.  
 
Lacking external enemies and obstacles, and imprisoned as he was in the oppressive 
narrowness and monotony of custom, in his own impatience lacerated, persecuted, 
gnawed, frightened, and ill-treated himself; it was this animal in the hands of the 
tamer, which beat itself against the bars of its cage; pining and yearning…compelled 
to create out of its own self, an adventure, a torture-chamber, it was this fool, this 
desperate prisoner—who invented the "bad conscience."12 
                                                
11  Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy Of Morals (London: Gutenberg, 2016), 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/52319/52319-h/52319-h.htm. 101 
12  Ibid., 101 
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Taking into consideration the origins of Nietzsche’s thought on suffering, a key idea of 
‘becoming who you are’ comes into play. Discussed in The Gay Science ‘what does your 
conscience say? “You shall become who you are”’13 Nietzsche explains a form of self-
creation dependent of self-understanding and the surrender of an individual’s nature through 
the understanding of both strength and weakness. 
 
A great and rare art! It is practised by those who survey all the strengths and 
weaknesses that their nature has to offer…each appears as art, reason and even 
weaknesses delight the eye. Here the ugly that could not be removed is concealed; 
reinterpreted into the sublime.14  
 
The manifestations outlined by Nietzsche are twofold, firstly, addressing the individual’s 
primary nature, 'we must scrutinize ourselves like a scientific experiment, hour by hour, day 
by day’15 a self-interrogation in all capacities and attributes, negative and positive. The 
individual is to accept falsehoods about the world, for instance, that the world is governed 
with divine reason, through this intense self-evaluation one can become who one is by getting 
to know one’s true self. Secondly, the development of the individual through culture, 
experience and trauma that shape who we are. The individual is then a product of who one 
really is and who one is due to external force. There are also multiple ways in which an 
individual can misunderstand oneself, misguided by culture or events, adopting 
unconsciously an incorrect stance that exists as a disservice to the individual. There exists a 
level of evaluation via intellectual conscience, the removal or concealing of traits in an effort 
of self-development.  
  
I want to learn more and more how to see what is necessary in things as what is 
beautiful in them - thus I will be one of those who make things beautiful. Amor fati 
let that be my love from now on!16 
 
                                                
13  Ibid., 152 
14 Ibid., 164 
15 Ibid., 180 
16 Ibid., 157 
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Nietzsche here details that ‘becoming who you are’ requires one to make a distinction of 
what is necessary in oneself, the discarding or concealing of the unnecessary and a 
reinterpretation of the necessary so one sees beauty and strength.  
 
Every artist knows how different from the state of letting himself go, is his “most 
natural” condition, the free arranging, locating, disposing and constructing in the 
moments of inspiration 
  
In artistry, we discover ourselves becoming the ‘poets of our lives’17. Nietzsche eludes to the 
power of an individual in regard to self-preservation in his admiration for Indian Brahmanism 
and the teachings of the ‘profound physiologist’18 Buddha. Stating a level of admiration for 
the clarity in thought and physiology found in the sage way of life of eastern philosophy.  
 
His "religion," which it would be better to call a system of hygiene, in order to avoid 
confounding it with a creed so wretched as Christianity, depended for its effect upon 
the triumph over resentment: to make the soul free therefrom was considered the first 
step towards recovery. "Not through hostility is hostility put to flight; through 
friendship does hostility end": this stands at the beginning of Buddha's teaching—this 
is not a precept of morality, but of physiology. Resentment born of weakness is not 
more deleterious to anybody than it is to the weak …resentment is a superfluous 
feeling, a feeling to remain master of which is almost a proof of riches.19 
 
Nietzsche here details the important connection between mind and body, between the balance 
of health and disease, life and physiology.  
 In agreement of such statements of development is Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995). 
Deleuze, a key figure in postmodern French philosophy whos thought has been cemented as a 
pillar of significance in modern day considerations of society. Deleuze wrote extensively on 
philosophers including Immanuel Kant, Baruch Spinoza and Nietzsche as well as on 
literature, cinema and art. Deleuze claimed that he did not just write about these topics yet 
undertook philosophical encounters in the aim of leading to new concepts – a role he believed 
                                                
17  Ibid., 170. 
18  Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, 22. 
19 Ibid., 23. 
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essential for all philosophers. Deleuze throughout his work often considers the nature of the 
artist and of art itself, going beyond a general consensus of the artist simply as creative. 
Traditionally, art has been associated with truth, however Deleuze suggests that art is in fact 
active, stating that art only has relations with forces, and that the preconceived idea of art as 
truth was a derivative and secondary formation. Deleuze emphasises art as a creation of 
movement and not simply representation ‘a movement of force and desire’20. Writing on 
Nietzsche in his key text Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962) Deleuze states that artists 
themselves are created, within thought, afflicted by forces which exceed them to develop to 
the point of creativity. Furthermore, in agreement with Nietzsche’s thought on the 
internalisation of pain in regard to the bad conscious, Delueze states ‘there is a whole art in 
this’21 highlighting pain for its mobilising qualities. 
   
Pain is not an argument against life, but, on the contrary, a stimulant to life, “a bait for 
life”, an argument in its favour. Seeing or even inflicting suffering is a structure of 
life. Pain has immediate meaning in favour of life, it’s external meaning.22  
 
It is Nietzsche’s contribution to this larger question of what is the meaning of pain and 
suffering which is key here and in which Delueze is in admiration of. Stating high regard for 
the ‘astonishing’ invention of Nietzsche’s concept of the bad conscious ‘a new meaning for 
suffering, an internal meaning’23 insisting that the artist is above all someone who creates 
new ways of both being and perceiving in the process of pain.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
20 Gilles Deleuze, Proust and Signs (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000) 187. 
21 Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy (The Athlone Press London 1983) 129. 
22 Ibid., 130.  
23 Ibid., 131.
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The Art of Paul Thek 
 
Paul Thek, an artist that both challenged and provoked the world around him, encompassing 
the zeitgeist of the time to which his voice still echo’s today. Thek’s work is both brutal and 
delicate in its formal quality and is laced with humour in a form of social critique. There is a 
presence that manifests itself in Thek's oeuvre, one that asserts a tender and subtle 
metaphorical threshold that holds the ability to connect to universal human issues. 
Throughout his life, Thek avoided mainstream success within The United States however was 
shown favourably in Europe. Thek’s sculptural work, often constructed from ephemeral 
materials as well as the grotesque, toes the line between the uncanny and the beautiful, 
exploring themes of religion, ceremony and the adorned. One could make the inquiry that 
Thek was playing out his own celebration of life and later demise throughout his practice, 
often one to incorporate the sacred and the abject into sculptural installations. 
 Thek drew from both high and low modes of artistic production, using newspaper 
clippings and cardboard amongst found objects, recycling material from one artwork or 
exhibition to the next. For Thek, anything no matter how mundane, could be a vehicle for 
transcendence24 There was an inextricable link between Thek’s work and life, with the two 
often seeking refuge in the other. In 1963 after a visit to the catacombs in France, Thek 
returned to New York City to begin work on a series of sculptures titled Meat Pieces or 
commonly known as Technological Reliquaries. The sculptural pieces consisting of wax and 
polyurethane resin, were encased in glass display cabinets, marking his own take on the use 
of the minimalist cube. Hyper realistic and closely resembling human limbs and other off cuts 
of the human anatomy, these works confront the audience in both an intimate and vulgar 
encounter that forces the viewer to navigate both Thek's physicality as well as their own.  
 At once both repelling and enchanting, Thek’s work, particularly his sculptural 
practice, calls into question his own mortality as well as that of his audience. Thek demands 
the viewer to fully recognize the physicality and materiality of the body, luring the viewer 
                                                
24  Sarah Schmerler, “Paul Thek: Selected Drawings 1966-1988” Art on Paper, Special focus on 
Contemporary art. Vol. 3 No 5, 1999 http://www.jstor.org/stable/24557582. 
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into close examination as to what it means to be human. A refleshing of the artist's inner 
torment through a play on the production modes and usual tropes of minimalism and pop art.  
 Thek instigates a death bound subjectivity, an eroticised component of death and 
mortality which is only amplified amongst a nation griped in the thick air of the HIV AIDS 
crisis. A key work of Thek's The Tomb (1966, figure 3 and 4) or affectionately referred to as 
The Death of The Hippie saw Thek cast the entirety of his body from wax. The full body, 
painted, with human hair and dressed in a suit and cowboy boots is laid to rest, head placed 
upon a pillow revealing a black tongue sticking out. The life-sized cast is situated within a 
wooden structure, surrounded by sculptured personal items and objects of virtue. It is 
reminiscent of Marcel Duchamp's Etant Donnes (1946-1966) where the viewer is invited to 
observe a makeshift environment as part of the artwork. There have been numerous readings 
of The Tomb, however it is key to take notice of the date of execution of 1966 that can elude 
to the meaning. For American artist, Mike Kelley, the reclining deceased figure is a 
representation of Charles Manson, whose cult following for many indicated the fall of the 
innocence of the 1960s and, along with it, the passé of free love and the psychedelic 
dreaming25 The Tomb is also readable more broadly as a signifier of multitudes of death and 
collapse of the freedom and revolutionary spirit of a generation as a whole –prolonged on 
ample amounts of hedonism, anti-communism, eastern mysticism and escapism.   
 In 2010 the Whitney Museum of American Art hosted Paul Thek: Diver, A 
Retrospective which was the first major museum show of Thek's work within The United 
States. The exhibition showcased a wide range of sculptures, paintings, installations and 
environments, achieving a clear narration of a somewhat prophetic and deeply personal story 
of the artist's inner world and early death from AIDS complications in August of 1988 at the 
age of 54. An interest in religion and spirituality is evident across much of Thek's work, often 
eluding to personal and existential beliefs. Afflict The Comfortable and Comfort The Afflicted  
(1985, Figure 1) and Suzan Lecturing On Nietzsche (1985, Figure 2) case in point. A 
poignant glimpse is possible through one of Thek’s journal exhibited at the Whitney, reading, 
'Whilst there is still time, let’s go out and feel everything'26 
 
 
                                                
25  Mike Kelley, "A body of Influence" Review of Paul Thek: Diver A Retrospective, Whitney Museum 
Artforum New York City (January 2011) 49. 
26  Schmerler, Thek Art on Paper. 
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4 
A Final Purge: The Research and Studio Practice of Luke Brennan 
 
The studio based research consists of painting and sculptural assemblage and has been in 
consistent development since 2015. The painting output has been previously concerned with 
the deconstruction of painting through the replacement of traditional modes of art making. 
Relying on chance, the impact of time and natural processes were used to dictate both 
composition and subject matter, resulting in a form between a readymade and processed-
based abstraction (Figure5,6,7). There are favourable aspects to this process, yet there are 
also unfavourable limitations in terms of progression. A conscious desire to steer clear of the 
pitfalls of zombie formalism, the studio research returned focus on the figure, playing with 
the tension between both an abstracted and figurative picture. Drawing from a multitude of 
visual reference from art history and pop culture to news, current affairs and the natural 
environment, all visual culture in current society is considered as artistic content, everything 
received is inspiration up until the execution of a continuous intuitive action. A playfulness 
exists in the development of the studio practice, a casual disregard for strict formal traditions, 
resulting in an openness in the subject matter allowing the abject and a welcomed naivety to 
arise. A sense of restlessness is also present, partly due to an observation of recent flattening 
of art history. Influenced by numerous artists from Hilma af Klint to Isa Genzken and Pierre 
Bonnard to Kurt Schwitters to Francis Picabia, the studio based research at this point in its 
trajectory, has no interest in trying to reinvent the wheel, rather an interest in a continuation 
of art history, a conversation. 
 A key example of the studio based research can be seen in the work Closing Down, 
Get Well Soon. Suspended from above, the banner sign is 8m x 2m with large text reading 
‘Closing’. The sign (Figure 8) originally found at a local rug store was used as a ploy to 
initiate an influx of business before the proposed closing down, a store that has been ‘closing’ 
down for the entirety of time I have been a student at Sydney College of the Arts. The 
correlation between ‘closing down’ and the commonly received ‘get well soon’ and other 
well intended phrases alike is of interest. As discussed, Nietzsche describes the continuation 
between health and illness as a non-stationary construct, the sentiment of ‘get well soon’ in 
regard to a lifelong auto immune disease in ankylosing spondylitis is one of contradictory 
humour. Nietzsche in Human, All Too Human reveals his admiration of such well-wishing: 
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Well-wishing must be reckoned; like the waves of light in which everything grows; 
life blooms and flowers only through this kind feeling. The cheerfulness, friendliness 
and kindness of a heart are unfailing sources of unegoistic impulse and have made far 
more for civilization than those other more noised manifestations.27 
The work exists as an exaggerated, albeit absurd, larger than life get well soon card, touching 
on the severity, longevity and emotional support associated with chronic long-term illness. 
As the majority of the studio practice germinates within the constructs of painting, initially 
the large sign was intended to be stretched with the collection of the material existing as the 
labour more traditionally associated with executing a painting, however, the object now 
suspended, exists between the ephemeral and the permanent, between beauty and decay. 
Ironically, the work is presented just prior to the closing of Sydney College of The Arts in its 
current incarnation, coinciding with the completion of a prolonged length of study and the 
stabilising of an extended period of illness, a synchronistic and fitting farewell. 
 The studio based research further explores the use of found objects and the readymade 
in the exhibited sculptural work. The sculptural assemblage element of the studio practice is 
largely informed by the Italian movement Art Povera, with connection to the trajectory of 
Donald Judd's Specific Objects (1964) as well as elements of formalism at play. The 
sculptural installation Please, take a Seat provides context to the other exhibited works. 
Please, Take A Seat reflects both the lived experience of ankylosing spondylitis as well as an 
exploration of the doctor patient relationship and the subsequent shifting nature of these two 
roles in modern society. The exhibited work is constructed from a range of discarded 
materials and found objects that have been modified and repurposed. Sea shells, eroded 
stones, drift wood, algae, seaweed and other organic life matter have been collected over the 
duration of the Honours research year during a ritualistic swim in the ocean. This action of 
diving down under the water to collect material uses recommended physical rehabilitation in 
direct relation to the healing quality of the natural environment present in the source material, 
forming a cross pollination of art and life. A concrete slab intertwining a chair personifies the 
twisting of a spine affected by ankylosing spondylitis, whilst the trial and error of arthritis 
treatments are represented in the use of material. Recommended herbs and supplements in 
echinacea, boswillia complex, ginger root, collagen, curcumin, bee pollen and prescribed 
forms of medications sulfasalazine, diclofenac, steroids and codeine that all aim at the 
                                                
27  Nietzsche, Human, All too Human 85. 
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intended purpose of reducing inflammation within the body are added to a concrete mixture 
to form a foundational structure. Bitumen and foam are strewn together in a haphazard way 
along with studio debris, scraps of canvas and remnants of past artworks, together with 
protruding timber supports contributing to the overall impression that the object is only just 
holding together, both a metaphorical and formal reflection. Sport shoe packaging revealing a 
motivational graphic logo of a leaping puma is evident showcasing conflicting ideals of 
inspiration, mobility and motivation. Examining the exhibited work, the viewer is compelled 
to dissect both physical and metaphorical thresholds of human physiology and the artist's 
lived experience of illness, representing the division of both natural vs manufactured and 
holistic vs modern medicine.  
  
16		
Conclusion 
The Honours project, in its entirety, is reminiscent of the late writer Dore Ashton’s (1928-
2017) work A Fable of Modern Art (1991). Ashton’s analysis explores Honoré de Balzac’s 
-19th Century Romanticism- tale in which the protagonist Frenhofer, who after much
philosophising in pursuit of the impossible, leads to a downward spiral of failure and despair
and ultimate demise after the burning of all his work. Ashton details the prophetic link of
Balzac’s fictional, Frenhofer, to the work of key figures of modern art as well as development
and foreshadowing of contemporary art. The Honours project, whilst relating to the struggle
of illness, is rooted in the problematic pursuit of artistic creativity. Experimentation leading
to further experimentation and the irony of increased awareness and knowledge only leading
to further doubt and greater uncertainty, all detailed in Balzac’s story of an artist attempting
to express the inexpressible.
Nietzsche’s Dog and Other Happy Accidents is an exploration of observation and 
realisation. Through a process of introspection, the Honours research project is a 
representation of the lived experience of an artist with the degenerative autoimmune disease 
ankylosing spondylitis. A closing chapter of ill health whilst a student at Sydney College of 
the Arts. Illness is explored as both a favorable and educating process- the great health- that 
is a necessity for the elevation and development of the individual. Humankind has evolved 
through the trial and error of illness, only to be burnt by fire so many times, Friedrich 
Nietzsche's spiritual illness shows a headstrong alliance of illness as an empowering force 
necessary for the development of an individual. Nietzsche’s introduction of the bad conscious 
reveals no choice in the matter, the individual could only become who one is- human, all too 
human. The animalistic human, along with the companion in the dog of pain, evolves through 
an accumulation of greater units of power, such greater units of power Nietzsche states are at 
the basis of the purpose of life. The individual, in pursuit of such greater units of power, 
experiences a vast range of self-developing difficulties in a quest of becoming who one is, it 
is only through such greater units of power that one is able to ascend to the greatest version 
of themselves. The artwork and accompanying paper clarify that illness is a not a stationary 
construct yet an evolving fact of life, essential to the human experience. An ascending 
experience that would not occur unless illness had presented itself in the first place. 
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Illustrations 
Figure 1. Paul Thek, Afflict the Comfortable, Comfort the Afflicted 1985. 
Synthetic polymer on canvas board, 45.7 × 61 cm. Collection of Gail and Tony Ganz The 
Estate of George Paul Thek; courtesy of Alexander and Bonin, New York. 
Figure 2. Paul Thek, Susan Lecturing on Neitzsche 1987. 
 Synthetic polymer on canvas board, 33 x 43 cm. Watermill Centre Collection The Estate of 
George Paul Thek; courtesy of Alexander and Bonin, New York. 
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Figure 3. Paul Thek, Working on Tomb 1967.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.Paul Thek, The Tomb (Interior View) Stable Gallery New York 1967 courtesy 
Alexander and Bonin, New York. 
 
	19		
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Luke Brennan, Untitled 1, 2017. Lichen, algae, 110 x 75 cm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Luke Brennan, Scaheffer's Blind 11, 2017. Sun aged linen blind. 305 x 105 cm 
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Figure 7. Luke Brennan, Temporary Institute, 2017. Oil, pigment on cotton rag, 130 x 130cm. 
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Figure 8. Luke Brennan, Closing Down, Get Well Soon, 2018. Aged sign, rope 2 x 8 m  
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Figure 9. Luke Brennan, Closing Down, Get Well Soon (Reverse),2018. Aged sign, rope 2 x 8 
m  
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Figure 10. Luke Brennan, Please Take a Seat, 2018. Concrete, rebar, doctors chair, epoxy 
resin, sulfazine, sea shells 
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